Introduction
The last decade since the Howard government came to power has seen a dramatic change in the democratic model underlying the relationship between NGOs and the government. However, to date, few in the NGO sector seem aware of the theoretical model which is impacting on them. As a result, there has been little discussion of this issue and its implications for Australian democracy.
In 2004, Maddison, Denniss and Hamilton demonstrated that advocacy NGOs believe they are being pressured into silence by policies and practices of government, particularly of the Federal Government.
1 Lack of a sector awareness of the theory behind these often antagonistic policies and practices, may be due to many factorsthe disparate nature of the sector, its volunteer structure and frequent change of personnel, its lack of resources, and general lack of an 'NGO sector consciousness' by the many players across a wide range of interest groups. Understanding the theory behind the changes in NGO/government relationship may be valuable for NGOs in making sense of the different attacks which they have experienced, in understanding the coherent nature of the attacks, and in formulating a strategic response. However, most importantly, its democratic implications are worthy of wider debate in the general community.
This discursive shift represents a move to a model of democracy based on public choice theory, which is part of the neo-liberal paradigm. Public choice theory is also the neo-liberal theory that has developed the most detailed analysis of the role of NGOs. Federal government statements are now couched in public choice language, so it is crucial for understanding NGO/government relationships to understand the theoretical underpinning of the theory.
Public choice theory was developed by economists who were uncomfortable with what they saw as a lack of precision in political theory, which deals with the untidy complexity of human emotions, aspirations and ideas. They saw themselves as improving the analysis by removing that complexity and describing the world of politics and interest groups within the marketplace. Significantly, public choice theory claims that interest groups are predatory and will try to obtain benefits for their members that stifle economic growth. The theory denies the existence of altruism in the behaviour of NGOs. It also ignores the rich variety of theories in the disciplines of sociology and psychology, which seek to explain human motivation and behaviour in a more holistic manner, inclusive of our social, intellectual, sexual and spiritual needs.
As well, it ignores the fact that NGOs can take a long-term perspective, even past the lifespan of the individuals and the life of the group.
The theory has been around for some 50 years. Its founder, Buchanan, received a Nobel Prize for economics in 1986 for the theory. However, its impact on public policy has been most pronounced during the past decade coinciding with a rise in the neo-liberal paradigm. Its influence has been strongest in Britain, New Zealand, Public choice theorists also reject any advocacy role for NGOs because they are seen to interfere with the marketplace and are predatory. It is claimed that the way interest groups do this is by, 'the disruptive effects of the pursuit of self interest' creating 'excessive expectations' on the economy. These 'excessive expectations' are greater than the ability of the economy to respond and this is described as a 'lack of accountability'. 8 An example of a pie is used to represent the economy. Environment groups may ask for various forests to be protected, ACOSS for more generous welfare payments, and so on, such that the total claims are greater than the pie, or greater than the economy's capacity to pay for these demands. Therefore, NGOs are behaving in a way that is not accountable. This is a very narrow view of representative democracy and a rejection of a pluralist or discursive model in which debate occurs in the media, and other public forums, as part of developing public policy.
In rejecting debate by NGOs about public policy, public choice theory says that only elected representatives are accountable through the election process. An emphasis on the lack of accountability of NGOs has been a consistent theme of the Howard 
Decade overview of Howard Government actions against NGOs
A range of mechanisms which undermine the legitimacy of NGOs have been apparent under the Howard Government. All are consistent with public choice theory. While each mechanism by itself may not be a threat to democratic process and freedom of speech, it is in the totality of the overall picture and in the coherent nature of the attacks, consistent with public choice theory, that there is the possibility of a threat to democracy as we have known it. De-funding is the best-known, but it is only one component in a suite of mechanisms.
De-funding
The 1970s was a time of dynamic intellectual debate on how to create a just society.
Emerging from that debate was government funding to assist unrepresented and poorly represented groups to be heard. With the assumption of power by the Howard Government, the NGO sector experienced an intense period of de-funding. Marian
Sawer has pointed out that many of the groups that were de-funded in this period because of their criticism of government were some of the poorest and most disempowered Australians. Some were, for example, the Australian Federation of Pensioners and Superannuants, National Shelter, the Association of Civilian Widows, and the Australian Youth Policy and Action Coalition.
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In 2000-02, Rose Melville conducted a major study into peak groups in the area of social welfare, non-English speaking background, health, aged, disability, and women and children's peaks. She found that more than 50 per cent had lost significant amounts of funding and another 20 per cent had totally lost funding. She was able to demonstrate that nearly a third of these peak organisations had lost funding because of their public advocacy and related changes to government funding policy.
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It is the activity of public advocacy by NGOs that is significant in public choice theory and that is reflected in the actions of the Howard Government. NGO activity in relation to good works-feeding the homeless or planting trees-is commended. In with funding withdrawn from many of the State Conservation Councils, which support hundreds of smaller groups. Instead, the money has been given to groups which do good works, but which do not engage in public advocacy.
Three more silencing methods
De-funding has shut down many voices, but it is only a small part of the picture. At Councils. Yet it was created specifically because ethnic women felt they were having difficulty being heard through the male-dominated councils. Forced amalgamations have served to remove those whose advocacy does not fit the Government's 'family'
and moral agenda, for example lesbian rights groups.
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Secondly, purchaser-provider contracts have replaced core funding which was to fund the representative role of organisations in providing informed advice to government.
Core funding was especially important for peak groups in servicing a range of groups within a sub-sector, assisting them with information relevant to their administration and advocacy and in determining group positions on advocacy questions. In contrast, the purchaser-provider contracts require the delivery of specific outcomes directly related to government policy and objectives. Meeting the often onerous assessment processes in relation to outcomes, which are part of the government agenda, means there is very little capacity to advocate on behalf of members and their interests.
Thirdly, confidentiality clauses appeared at the same time that purchaser-provider contracts became the norm. They now appear in some form in most contracts that
NGOs have with the Federal Government. These clauses have requirements that the organisation not speak to the media without first obtaining the approval of the appropriate department or minister. Some appear to forbid any public activity. Apart from the direct censorship involved, voices are likely to be silenced, even if a media release is approved, because delay risks lack of relevance with the speed of media stories today. Even groups working on habitat rehabilitation and feeding the homeless are now finding that any relationship with Government results in confidentiality clauses being imposed on them.
Wider mechanisms other than direct funding Taxation measures
In 2000, the Government began a Charities Definition Inquiry and its report supported
NGOs being able to engage in advocacy. 13 However, when a draft Charities Bill was 
Outsourcing welfare and the churches
By outsourcing welfare, as part of a philosophy of 'smaller government', the Howard Government has also been able to extend its reach to silence another group. This appears to have been the effect on some churches, which did not have so much to lose before becoming dependent on large government contracts. Early in its term of office, the Howard Government replaced the government's Commonwealth Employment
Service with the private Job Network. By late 1999, the second round of successful tenders amounted to a total of $3 billion. Of this amount, $700 million was won by church employment services.
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One of the effects of this was that churches found it harder to criticise government policy. 18 Once an organisation, such as a church, has invested time, energy and money in setting up as a provider, issues such as dependency on government contracts and responsibility for their employees' future welfare come into play. The conditions of these contracts increasingly entrap such agencies in the government's systems, weakening their ability to offer independent critique and advice about the services concerned. 19 Increasingly, churches have also found that their employment service contracts include specific confidentiality clauses requiring them to refrain from criticism. Commenting on this in an interview with Radio National's Religion Report, Melbourne City Mission Chief Executive Ray Cleary said that this contractual restraint against speaking out, … eats at the very heart of the mission and the value base of church-based agencies, which are there to demonstrate God's preferential or special interest for the marginalised and those at risk. In their totality, these actions by the Howard Government are consistent with a public choice view that it is not legitimate for NGOs to engage in the public policy process.
In their totality, they depict a government that is trying to discourage public advocacy by NGOs and create a society devoid of organised community input to public policy debate. NGOs that do good works which fill the void of government withdrawal from service provision are applauded. However, if NGOs try to participate in the essential democratic role of policy debate, they are attacked as being 'unaccountable' and lacking in political legitimacy, for being unelected as part of representative government.
Australian neo-liberal think tanks and the Institute of Public Affairs
At the same time as government mechanisms have served to silence NGOs, there has been a strong, pro-active campaign to undermine the legitimacy of NGOs and promote a public choice agenda. It is to the combination of these two forces that we should look for a threat to the democratic process by changing the accepted Australian political paradigm This strong, pro-active campaign has been most notable in the work of the neo-liberal think tanks, and in particular in the work of the Institute of Public Affairs (IPA).
There have been numerous analyses of neo-liberal think tanks in Australia. 
Corporate attacks and Gunns Limited
This paper has focussed only on the Government and its close association with the IPA in the light of public choice perspectives. However, it should be noted that, over the past decade, there has been an increase in litigation against NGOs and their members by corporations in the form of SLAPP writs -strategic litigation against public participation. These are legal actions for the purpose of silencing public debate.
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As well, a number of NGOs and individuals, twenty in all, are currently facing a writ brought against them by the Tasmanian timber company, Gunns Limited, for almost $7 million-a writ which, by mid-2006, the judge had twice told the company to go and rewrite because it was so poorly framed, and a writ which many lawyers assert has little merit. It is possible the increase in litigation against NGOs may be linked to the increased dominance of a public choice paradigm, with corporations feeling less constrained in the public choice environment.
Summary
Public choice theory is part of the neo-liberal philosophy. It rejects a pluralist or discursive view of democracy and any role for NGOs in the development of public Applying the theory to the history of government/NGO relationship over a decade of the Howard Government provides insights and clarity in understanding the significant change which has occurred in the relationship. On the one hand, the Government has employed a variety of mechanisms that serve to inhibit any public advocacy role for the NGO sector and to silence debate. On the other hand, there has been active dissemination of a public choice perspective on the role of NGOs by the Government and, particularly by the IPA.
The result of this two-pronged approach has brought about a fundamental systemic change in the role of the NGO sector in Australia. It has also changed the public perception of that role. The significance of this major change in our democratic
processes cannot be underestimated in any assessment of the health of Australia's democracy.
